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This Spanish translation of Richard Dedekind’s work contains the two essays which are
considered fundamental in his work on the notion of number: Stetigkeit und irrationale
Zahlen (1872), here “Continuidad y nu´meros irracionales,” pp. 77–94, and Was sind und
was sollen die Zahlen? (1888), here “¿Que´ son y para que´ sirven los nu´meros?,” pp. 95–144.
A series of fragments, some of which have remained unpublished to date, have been added
to complete the presentation of Dedekind’s conception of mathematics. The translator also
provides introductions and notes to the main text, as well as an alphabetical index of authors
and topics.
The author in charge of the edition, Jose´ Ferreiro´s, has already studied the origin of set
theory, centering mainly around Bernhard Riemann, Dedekind, Georg Cantor, and Ernst
Zermelo (Ferreiro´s 1991). The work under review is of great interest, first of all because
Dedekind’s texts, in spite of their importance, have not as yet been translated into Spanish
(and, in the case of the fragments, have never been published) and also because, in the
extensive general introduction (pp. 3–75), Ferreiro´s attempts to outline how Dedekind’s
writings fit together. In order to do this he carries out a skillful study both of the framing
context of the writings and of the thematic and genetic nucleus which conditions them.
As is well known, a starting point is the belief of 19th-century mathematicians that
arithmetic, and by extension more advanced areas of mathematics, lacked a suitable foun-
dation. If Louis-Augustin Cauchy can be considered as one of the pioneers in the search
for exactness in analysis, the German mathematicians, in particular those connected with
Karl Weierstrass, were the ones who attempted to apply this exactness not only to calculus
but also to arithmetic. This is the framework in which Ferreiro´s introduces the figure of
Dedekind, for whom arithmetic should develop by itself, without interference from any
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outside influence. Dedekind disregarded the notion of magnitude and undertook the task of
developing arithmetic in its pure state; for this purpose, according to Ferreiro´s, “he makes
use of set theory” (p. 12)—a bold affirmation, as set theory was yet to be born and might be
said to have evolved as a theory precisely as a result of the new way of doing mathematics,
a way which found in Dedekind and Cantor its greatest exponents.
Having outlined the general framework, Jose´ Ferreiro´s goes on to make a detailed study
of the mathematical career as well as the slightly unusual character of Dedekind, and par-
ticularly his relationship with Riemann and Peter-Gustav Lejeune Dirichlet. He asserts that
the whole of Dedekind’s approach to his mathematical work was essentially set-theoretical,
which appears to him to be especially clear in the first version of the theory of ideals, pub-
lished as an appendix to his second edition of Dirichlet’s Vorlesungen u¨ber Zahlentheorie
(1871). Ferreiro´s analyzes Dedekind’s construction of the number system in relation to
the idea that the mathematician is the creator of new objects and notions, as well as the
origin of the two essays that are considered Dedekind’s fundamental work in the field of the
philosophy of mathematics. Equal importance is given to his relationship with Cantor and
above all to the correspondence between the two; the destructive role played by antinomies
in Dedekind’s work is also analyzed.
Ferreiro´s then discusses Dedekind as a logicist, a term which needs to be clarified because
it does not have the same meaning as that adopted after the work of Gottlob Frege and
Bertrand Russell—logicism as a radical denial of the intuitiveness of mathematics. What
is behind the term when describing 19th-century mathematicians is the strengthening of
demonstrative exactitude, the abstraction, and the elimination of any appeal to intuition.
Phenomenological definitions must be done away with; definitions should serve as a basis for
authentic demonstrations, which require the establishment of each and every intermediate
step. This is something which Dedekind, even if he were to have had formulated it clearly,
did not strictly follow, as Frege seems to have believed.
Congratulations are due to Jose´ Ferreiro´s for the translation into Spanish of these essays
and for the commentaries, for they enrich our thinking, and not only our mathematical
thinking.
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